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cept some of the more important and wealthy Senators brought their
families to leased or purchased homes. Most lived in hotels and board-
ing houses, and many, particularly in the House, did not bring their
wives. Some of the members clubbed together to live in the same dwell-
ing and eat at the same table, as messmates. One Senator paid $200 a
month for such accommodation. Even the best of the boarding houses
and hotels were dreary places badly kept. A Congressman described the
dining room of one of the better establishments in summer in the fol-
lowing terms: "The only activity is amongst the flies. The table is
literally black with them and no one pretends to brush them off." Mrs.
Senator Clement C. Clay once talked so much about the deficiencies of
the Ebbitt House that her husband and the proprietor had a fight.11 In
accommodations so decidedly uncomfortable their occupants were
often irritated and lonely or "under the weather," and diversion was
at a premium. Such conditions of temporary residence were important
factors in any political situation.
The available diversions were by no means tame. Washington was
a highly developed center of commercial vice. Sumptuous gambling
"hells" were well known, and the political patronage of these parlors
was notorious. Their operators were often concerned with legislative
moves, using their power for or against pending measures. A fluctuat-
ing number of Congressmen were in debt to the managers, who could
and did force votes on the floors of both houses by threatening exposure
or by demanding payment. An unfortunate member might see a stack
of IO U's disappear in the flames if he voted right.
Less easy to describe was the feminine power. This ranged all the
way from the subtle and genteel influence exercised in the drawing
rooms of the wealthy and fashionable to the more direct and command-
ing efforts put forth in the "houses" in the alleys by the "madames"
and their "chicks." A number of stylish and seductive women of all
shades of respectability or lack of it were in Washington to gain influ-
ence and information, which by various blackmailing devices might and
did secure votes and support for the measures before the national legis-
lature. Congressmen could be "framed" or might more frequently find
themselves caught in the toils of their own indiscretions.12
The capital city was indeed a lawless place, to put the case baldly. Its